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      The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning, delivered with the same casual efficiency as the butcher's bill. Penelope Fairmont stared at the familiar handwriting with growing dread, her teacup trembling against its saucer as she read the words that would destroy her carefully constructed lie.

      My dear Sister,

      I trust this finds you in continued good health during this delicate time. As we approach the sixth week since your... announcement... Mother grows increasingly concerned about your welfare. Dr. Hartwell has agreed to call upon you Thursday next to ensure all progresses as it should.

      We remain, as always, your devoted family.

      Reginald Fairmont

      Six weeks. Penelope's hand flew to her still-flat stomach, bile rising in her throat. Six weeks since she'd stood in this very drawing room and lied through her teeth to save herself from ruin.

      The guilt crashed over her anew, just as it did every morning when she woke to find William's side of the bed cold and empty. Dear, sweet William, barely a month in his grave, and here she was contemplating the most scandalous deception imaginable. What kind of wife was she? What kind of woman?

      But the alternative was destitution, and William would have wanted her protected, wouldn't he? He'd always worried about what would happen to her if something befell him. "Promise me you'll be clever, Penny," he'd whispered during those final fevered days. "Promise me you won't let them destroy you."

      She'd promised. And now she was keeping that promise in the most shocking way possible.

      "My lady?" Her maid, Sarah, hovered in the doorway with obvious concern. "You've gone quite pale."

      "I'm perfectly well," Penelope managed, though her voice sounded foreign to her own ears. "Please see that we're not disturbed this morning."

      Sarah curtsied and withdrew, leaving Penelope alone with her rapidly unraveling deception. She moved to the window overlooking the garden, watching autumn roses bloom in defiant splendor. Beautiful things, fighting the coming winter. How fitting.

      The memory crashed over her with painful clarity—that awful morning when Reginald had arrived with his solicitor and his triumphant smile, ready to claim her late husband's estate. Dear William, taken by fever at only twenty-eight, leaving her alone to face his grasping family.

      "Naturally, the entailment passes to me," he'd said, settling into her favorite chair like he already owned it. "Though I'm prepared to offer you a modest allowance. Perhaps enough for a small cottage in Bath."

      Bath. Like some discarded maiden aunt, shuffled away to genteel poverty while he claimed everything she'd suffered to inherit.

      "I'm afraid that won't be necessary," she'd heard herself saying, her voice steady despite her hammering heart. "You see, I'm with child."

      The words had tumbled out before she could stop them—desperate, impossible words that bought her time but damned her future. Reginald's face had gone white with shock, then red with barely contained fury.

      "With child?" He'd practically spat the words. "You can't possibly⁠—"

      "Can't I?" Penelope had lifted her chin, channeling every ounce of aristocratic disdain her governess had ever beaten into her. "William may have been young, but he was... attentive... right until the fever took him."

      The lie had tasted like ash on her tongue, but it had worked. If she bore a son, the estate would pass to him, with her as regent. Even a daughter would secure her position for life.

      The shame of it still burned in her chest. William had been so ill those final months, barely able to stay conscious for more than an hour at a time. Their marital relations had ceased entirely, and she'd been grateful for the reprieve so she could focus on nursing him. To now claim they'd been intimate during his final weeks felt like a betrayal of everything good and pure about their marriage.

      But what choice did she have? William was gone, and the living had to survive.

      Now, staring at Reginald's letter, she faced the inevitable truth. In two days, Dr. Hartwell would examine her and discover there was no child. No heir. No salvation.

      Just a desperate widow who'd traded her integrity for a few weeks of false hope.

      Penelope crumpled the letter, her mind racing through impossible solutions. She could flee—take what jewelry remained and disappear into anonymity. But where could a woman go with no family, no connections, no means of support?

      She could confess the truth and throw herself on Reginald's mercy. Her laugh was bitter in the empty room. The man had no mercy, only greed and the burning need to reclaim what he saw as rightfully his.

      Or...

      The thought that slipped into her mind was so scandalous, so utterly impossible, that she nearly dismissed it entirely. But desperation bred dangerous ideas, and as the clock ticked toward Thursday's appointment, one name echoed in her thoughts with increasing insistence.

      Gabriel Montclair.

      Earl of Ravenshollow. Her late husband's dearest friend from Oxford. The man whose dark eyes had followed her through every social gathering for the past two years, promising pleasures she'd never dared imagine.

      The very thought made her feel sick with guilt. Gabriel had been William's closest friend, had sat vigil by his bedside during the worst of the fever, had spoken so beautifully at the funeral about friendship and loyalty and honor. And now she was contemplating asking him to... to...

      She couldn't even think the words without her face burning with shame.

      But Gabriel was also, if rumors were true, remarkably skilled at giving women exactly what they needed. And he was discreet. And he had cared for William, which meant he might be willing to help preserve his friend's legacy.

      It was madness. Complete and utter madness.

      But it was also her only hope.

      Could she? The very idea made her pulse race with equal parts terror and something dangerously close to anticipation. Gabriel was a rake of the highest order—wealthy, powerful, and possessed of a reputation that made mothers lock up their daughters and wives lower their eyes when he passed.

      Penelope pressed her hands to her heated cheeks, shocked by the direction of her thoughts. She was a respectable widow, still in mourning for the husband she'd loved deeply if not passionately. William had been her friend, her companion, her safe harbor in a world that demanded so much of women and gave so little in return.

      And yet... there had been moments. Fleeting instances when Gabriel's eyes had met hers across a dinner table, when his hand had lingered a moment too long when helping her from a carriage, when she'd wondered what it might be like to be desired by a man like him. Not loved—she'd had love with William, gentle and sweet and comforting. But desired. Wanted with the kind of fierce hunger she'd only read about in the forbidden novels hidden in William's library.

      But respectability wouldn't save her from the workhouse.

      The afternoon passed in a haze of pacing and increasingly desperate planning. By evening, Penelope had made her choice—or perhaps her choice had made itself, born from the ashes of her alternatives.

      She dressed carefully in midnight blue silk, the gown that Gabriel's eyes had lingered on during her brief return to society after her mourning period. The same gown she'd worn to the small gathering where William had introduced them, where Gabriel had kissed her hand and looked into her eyes with such intensity, she'd felt branded by the contact.

      If she was going to proposition the most notorious rake in London—William's dearest friend—she might as well look the part.

      The hackney cab she'd hired waited in the mews behind her townhouse, its driver well-paid for his discretion. As they rolled through the darkening streets toward Mayfair, Penelope rehearsed the words that would either save her or damn her completely.

      "Forgive me, William," she whispered to the darkness. "Forgive me for what I'm about to do."

      Gabriel's townhouse stood like a fortress against the night, its windows blazing with warm light. Servants moved efficiently through the halls—she could see their shadows against the curtains, a reminder that this was a house where life continued in all its messy humanity.

      Unlike her own tomb-like residence, where silence reigned supreme and every surface reminded her of failure.

      The knocker felt impossibly heavy in her gloved hand. Three sharp raps, each one sealing her fate a little more completely.

      Each one taking her further from the woman William had married and closer to someone she didn't recognize.

      The butler who answered wore the carefully neutral expression of a man accustomed to discretion. "I'm sorry, but his lordship is not receiving⁠—"

      "Tell him Lady Fairmont requires a private audience," Penelope interrupted, pleased when her voice didn't shake. "Tell him it concerns a matter of mutual... benefit."

      Tell him William's widow needs his help and pray he doesn't throw me out into the street.

      The man's eyebrows rose fractionally, but he stepped aside. "If you would wait in the blue salon, my lady. I shall inquire if his lordship is available."

      The salon was exactly what she'd expected—masculine luxury in shades of midnight and gold, with leather-bound books and crystal decanters that caught the firelight. Everything spoke of wealth and power and the kind of confidence that came from never having to beg for anything.

      She was examining a particularly scandalous painting of Venus when the door opened behind her.

      "Well." Gabriel's voice was exactly as she remembered—rich, cultured, with an undertone that made something flutter low in her belly. "This is unexpected."

      Penelope turned slowly, steeling herself for the impact of his presence. Two years of marriage and widowhood hadn't prepared her for Gabriel Montclair at close range.

      He stood in the doorway like he owned the world—which, given his fortune, wasn't far from wrong. Dark hair perfectly arranged despite the late hour, coat fitted to emphasize broad shoulders, and those eyes... God help her, those eyes that seemed to see straight through her careful composure to the desperate woman beneath.

      "Lord Ravenshollow." She managed a curtsy that didn't shame her governess's memory. "Thank you for seeing me."

      "The pleasure is entirely mine." He moved into the room with predatory grace, closing the door behind him with a soft click that seemed unnaturally loud. "Though I confess myself curious about this mutual benefit you mentioned. And why William's widow would call upon me at such an hour."

      Heat flooded her cheeks, but Penelope forced herself to hold his gaze. "I find myself in need of... assistance... with a rather delicate matter."

      "How delicate?" Gabriel moved to the sideboard, pouring two glasses of brandy with economical movements. He offered her one, his fingers brushing hers as she accepted it.

      The contact sent electricity up her arm, and she nearly dropped the crystal. "Very delicate. The sort that requires absolute discretion."

      "Ah." Gabriel's smile was sharp with interest. "My favorite kind. Please, sit. Tell me how I might be of service to the lovely Lady Fairmont."

      She perched on the edge of a leather chair, acutely aware of how the firelight played across his features as he settled across from her. This close, she could see the fine lines around his eyes, the hint of silver at his temples that only made him more devastatingly attractive.

      "I need to be with child," she said before courage could desert her entirely.

      Gabriel went very still, his brandy glass halfway to his lips. "I beg your pardon?"

      "Within the next fortnight. Preferably sooner." The words tumbled out in a rush, each one burning her throat. "I... I may have told a small untruth about my condition, and now I require it to become fact."

      Silence stretched between them, broken only by the crackling of the fire. Gabriel set down his glass with deliberate care, his dark eyes never leaving her face.

      "Let me see if I understand correctly," he said slowly. "You've told someone you're
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